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Introduction


For millions of years New Zealand sat alone in the vastness of the South Pacific, a unique world where changes, when they did occur, did so at a glacial pace. Then humans arrived on the scene with all the grace and charm of a cyclone.


First came Maori, who in a few short centuries deforested great parts of both islands and with the aid of the kiore and kuri harassed, harried and hunted a greater part of the kararehe whenua, the original fauna, into extinction.


The arrival of Pakeha exponentially worsened the situation. Starting with Cook, early explorers, sealers, whalers and settlers accidentally introduced vermin whose effects on the native fauna were catastrophic. Cook and other early visitors, such as de Surville, also deliberately introduced foreign animals, always with good intentions but seldom with comparable results.


Since then, all too often the attitude towards our environment has been an unhappy compromise between those who thought the resources were inexhaustible, or who just didn’t care, and those who thought the opposite and were determined to get ‘theirs’ while they could. Perhaps most shameful were the bird collectors – people like Walter Buller and Andreas Reischek – who collected thousands of birds and drove some species to the point of extinction.


From their writings it is apparent that these gentlemen were convinced that many birds were doomed to extinction, but it also seems that they devoted entirely too much of their energies to bringing this state about. It is often argued that the collectors were ‘children of the time’ and that their actions were typical of the Victorian era. This argument is, however, facile: both Thomas Potts and Richard Henry were contemporaries of Buller and Reischek and both had a much more compassionate understanding and feeling for the land and its creatures.


In my wanderings over the past 75 or so years throughout New Zealand I have noted the dramatic and often draconian changes that are still altering our landscape, an acceleration of the cultural component of our natural history. After all, natural history is as much about history as it is about nature.


This history takes many forms and comes to us in many ways: from the sayings, legends and place names of the tangata whenua, by way of the often florid but always readable accounts of the early naturalists and explorers, and so on to the commentaries of today’s observers – more dispassionate but no less caring than their predecessors.


And finally, there is the eloquent testimony of the remnant populations of today’s forests and offshore islands – stark legacy of the last 1,000 years of human history. Travelling to such places as the Huiarau Range, Kakapo Bay, Piopiotahi and Papamoa brings a pang of nostalgia for those hapless creatures immortalised in name, but now vanished forever.


And yet a sense of perspective is needed. The changes are constant and continuing and were not started, but rather accelerated, by the arrival of humans on our shores.


So it is interesting to contemplate what New Zealand was like when both James Cook first stepped ashore and when Kupe first beached his canoe.
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CHAPTER 1


Northland/Te Tai Tokerau


The long narrow peninsula extending nearly 400km north of Auckland is known as Northland or Te Tai Tokerau – or occasionally, in flights of fancy, as the ‘winterless north’.


The east and west coast of the peninsula differ dramatically. In the east there are dozens of superb sandy beaches and excellent harbours which once provided stages for the coastal shipping which served the north. By contrast, the west coast extends in a long curve from Cape Reinga to Auckland, broken only by the Kaipara and Hokianga harbours. This is sometimes called ‘the Kauri Coast.’


Geologically, Northland has a varied history. Ancient volcanic plugs, such as those of St Peter and St Paul at Whangaroa and Mt Manaia at Whangarei, contrast with vast sedimentary deposits and the extensive dunelands backing onto the western beaches. Although nowhere do the mountains reach any great heights, the land is rugged and there are few plains except those edging rivers. This factor, along with often poor soil, delayed development of the north until relatively recently.


When Pakeha arrived Northland was covered with forest, dominated by kauri, a tree of great size and with excellent timber. The logging and milling of kauri was the principal industry north of Auckland for many years after Pakeha settlement and, although there are a few stands left, the great trees that once flourished in this area are now mostly gone. Today, the small patches of native bush that remain between Auckland and Whangarei are usually too small to support many native birds and the larger stands have few tall trees.


From Kaiwaka, 23 km north of Wellsford, an alternative route north heads out to the coast at Mangawhai. This scenic route rejoins SH1 at Waipu. A few kilometres south of Waipu and just before the road swings inland away from the coast, take Johnson Point Road to the Waipu Estuary. NZ dotterels and variable oystercatchers breed here along with a range of other shorebirds, including the rare fairy tern.


If you stay on SHI, on your right just north of Kaiwaka is Pukekaroro, its symmetrical 300 m cone clothed with young kauri forest, and just north of Pukekaroro is the bare, fluted dome of Bald Rock. SH1 climbs steeply up the southern side of the Brynderwyn Hills, from the top of which there is an expansive view towards the craggy volcanic peaks of the Whangarei Heads, the sweep of Bream Bay and the Hen and Chicken Islands. It was on the largest island Hen/Taranga, that the North Island saddleback (tieke) survived after being exterminated by introduced predators across the rest of the North Island – a classic example of a predator-free island being the salvation of a species. Starting in 1964, tieke were successfully transferred by the Wildlife Service from Taranga, first to Middle Chicken, then to Red Mercury, Cuvier and Big Chicken. Tieke flourished on Cuvier and it then became a major source of birds for subsequent translocations. These included Kawhitihu, Hauturu, Tiritiri Matangi and Kapiti. Some of these islands in turn became sources for ongoing transfers to various other islands and pest-free mainland sites including Zealandia Eco-sanctuary in Wellington, and Tawharanui. Two species have been translocated to Taranga from other islands – the little spotted kiwi (kiwi pukupuku) from Kapiti and the stitchbird (hihi) from Little Barrier. The kiwi have thrived but the hihi translocation seems to have failed.


From 2013 brown kiwi were reintroduced to Marunui a privately-owned QEII covenant in the Brynderwyns. Kereru, morepork, fernbird, tomtit, fantail, grey warbler, silvereye and tui also occur there along with one of the northernmost populations of Hochstetter’s frogs. Shining and long-tailed cuckoo visit seasonally and kaka and bellbird are frequent visitors. On summer evenings both here and further south through the Rodney District, you can often hear the kek-kek-kek calls of Cook’s petrels (titi) passing overhead as they return to their burrows on Hauturu, taking a shortcut home across lower Northland from feeding grounds in the Tasman Sea. When Maori arrived, these and other petrels nested on many inland mountain ranges and were an important food source, particularly after they had wiped out the big, meaty moas and other flightless ground birds along with seals and sea lions. Now, almost all the enormous inland petrel colonies have gone, with only a few still nesting in isolated mainland areas such as the Kaikoura Ranges and on the West Coast of the South Island.


About 30 km south of Whangarei, turn right off SH1 and check the Ruakaka Wildlife Reserve. NZ dotterels and variable oystercatchers breed here and a range of other shorebirds also occur here including pied oystercatchers, bar-tailed godwits and lesser knots, of which the last two species are summer visitors. Ruakaka was a former fairy tern breeding site, but as with many other popular east coast beaches, these days breeding shorebirds have to contend with beachgoers and their dogs, especially during the busy summer season. Many shorebird breeding sites are now managed by local community groups, who fence off dotterel nesting territories and help to enforce seasonal dog bans. This work has resulted in a remarkable recovery of the NZ dotterel population, and dotterels have been expanding their range to southern North Island sites where they last bred over a century ago. If you carry on beyond Ruakaka, you reach the mouth of the Whangarei Harbour at Marsden Point, the site of New Zealand’s only oil refinery. Here you can mix views of industry with the spectacular backdrop of Mt Manaia, just across the harbour.


The kaka that gave Ruakaka its name are now only occasional visitors, and such commemorative names serve as a sad reminder of the natural paradise of old New Zealand. Others such as Waikereru (water of the kereru), Waiparera (water of the grey duck) and Mangatete (river of the grey teal) are just a few of the very many such place names dotted about the north.


It is not far from here, at Tangiteroria, that Walter Buller, perhaps the best known of New Zealand’s early ornithologists, spent his youth and developed his passion for collecting. Near his father’s mission station he collected what he believed to be the last piopio in the north and later penned what must surely be one of the most extraordinary and odious contributions ever made to our ornithological literature in which he recalled:


...the bright dewy morning, now five-and-thirty years ago, when I shot my first kohoperoa [long-tailed cuckoo] in the old Mission-garden at Tangiteroria, and found my beautiful prize lying on the sward with its banded wings and tail stretched out to their full extent. I have remembered the delight with which, almost as long ago, I shot in the Tangihua mountains my first piopio, a bird so rare in the far north, even at that time, that it was entirely unknown to the natives of the district.


It is very easy to see why people such as Buller, Reischek and other collectors were detested by early conservationists such as Richard Henry and Thomas Potts.


In Whangarei, a visit to the information centre on SH1, will provide directions to the many parks and walks in the area. And if you have the time, a 35 km drive south-east of the city to Ocean Beach will enable you to see many seabirds and study the strange, craggy volcanic peaks at the Whangarei Heads.


From Whangarei north to the Bay of Islands the scenery is constantly changing, from farmland to swamp to scrub and then to forest, and this wide and often abrupt variation means a corresponding variation in the life living there. If you are interested in seabirds, take a detour from Whangarei to Ngunguru, Tutukaka, Matapouri and Whananaki, returning to the main route at Whakapara, 22 km north of Whangarei.


Tutukaka is now a site of great interest to birders, particularly those whose penchant is seabirds. There are a number of trips out of Tutukaka, which offer the chance to see seabirds but these are generally just an add-on to trips to the Poor Knights Islands for scuba diving or for dolphin and whale watching. You will be better served by taking a bespoke pelagic seabird spotting tour such as that offered by Tutukaka ‘Petrel Station’ Pelagics. The lists of birds from their trips are very impressive. In addition to many of the common tubenoses such as Buller’s and flesh-footed shearwaters, summer trip lists have included black and Pycroft’s petrels, New Zealand and white-faced storm petrels, grey ternlets and even white-naped petrels, which are rare visitors from the Kermadec Islands.


From Whangarei there are two routes north: one is the coast road via Oakura, which provides wonderful coastal scenery and passes Whangaruru Harbour, home to many seabirds and waders. The other is SH1 and from Whakapara north to Kawakawa you will see mainly exotic birds, such as thrushes, blackbirds and flocks of finches, with kingfishers relatively plentiful along the waterways.


Kawakawa, 54 km north-west of Whangarei, is named for the pepper tree, which is relatively common in areas of secondary growth, but there are none in Kawakawa itself. One wonders why the district council doesn’t plant a few. However I am told that there is one growing on the roof of the Hundertwasser designed public toilets.


Although Russell is only a short distance from Kawakawa by way of the Opua car ferry, take the back road through Taumarere where there are extensive areas of scrub and swamp. You might even be lucky enough to see a fernbird in marshy areas abutting the road, although its habitat has been greatly reduced.


Besides the large areas of gorse, blackberry flourish and small clumps of once carefully nurtured exotic trees, as well as lilies and yellow irises. The ubiquitous macrocarpa are yet another reminder of the economic decline of the north, marking as they do the sites of former homesteads. There are some patches of kauri forest that escaped the logger’s axe and there are still a few kiwi along with tui and kereru.


The kereru is sometimes called kukupa in the north.


Once called Kororareka, Russell was a major supply port for the many whalers operating in the Pacific in the early part of the 19th century. Working from here they relentlessly pursued pods of right whales along the coast. Russell is now a centre for big game fishing and the waters off Cape Brett are home to marlin, mako sharks, shoals of trevally and other pelagic fish.


At Whangamumu, not far from Russell, H. H. Cook established a shore-based whaling station and was the first to mechanise the business by using steam-operated chasers in 1910. He also had an innovative way of trapping Humpback whales (paikea) by driving them through a narrow channel where they became entangled in huge steel nets and were thus easier to harpoon.


Whangamumu can be reached from the Oakura road or by driving along the Rawhiti road from Russell. To reach the site of the whaling station, follow a signposted track over the hill to the harbour.


Around Whangamumu there are old tri-pots, slipways and other mementos of its whaling heyday, but the scenery is charming and flocks of gannets can be seen diving just offshore.


The relentless pressure put on whales, and particularly on such vulnerable species as the right whale (waiti wera), brought a number of species close to extinction. Blue whales and sperm whales are both increasing, with growing numbers of blue whales now being seen off the Taranaki coast.


While in this area drive to Oke Bay, favoured by dolphins which can sometimes be seen close to the shore. This area is also noteworthy for the early scientific work carried out here. While the Endeavour was in the Bay of Islands in December 1769, Joseph Banks collected goatfish, hapuku, blue cod and sea perch here. By coincidence, the St Jean Baptiste, commanded by Jean-Francois Marie de Surville, was in the same area only a few days later and they also collected specimens, probably tui, pukeko, kokako, kereru as well as some lizards and the native dog, kuri. Apparently the French appreciated the material collected as much for its culinary qualities as for its scientific value. The French presented a pair of pigs and a hen and chickens to local Maori.


It was not until early in the 19th century that Pakeha exploration in the north really began. One luminary who visited the Bay of Islands was Charles Darwin. Arriving in December 1835 from Tahiti, Darwin was decidedly unimpressed with the inhabitants of the Bay of Islands, despite the settlers’ tendency to turn New Zealand into as close an approximation of Britain as possible:


At Paihia, it was quite pleasing to behold the English flowers in the gardens before the houses; there were roses of several kinds, honeysuckle, jasmine, stocks, and whole hedges of sweet briar.


Mention must be made of Northland’s most exciting conservation development of recent years, the Project Island Birdsong.


In 2009 a group of local residents started a major drive to clear seven islands in the Bay of Islands of predators and weeds. These are Motuarohia, Motukiekie, Moturua, Okahu, Poroporo, Urupukapuka and Waewaetorea and when they were deemed pest free, five bird species were introduced – tieke, North Island robin (toutouwai), pateke, kakariki and whitehead (popokatea), along with Duvaucel’s geckos and wetapunga, and other introductions are planned.


Three of the islands can be reached by ferries from Paihia and Russell but if your time is limited it might pay to concentrate on Urupukupuka, which has a good wharf and nice cafe. On my recent visit a wander through some of the revegetated areas turned up plenty of tieke, piwakawaka and riroriro but the banded rail (moho pereru) near the wharf was probably the twitch of the day. The return trip to Paihia had the bonus of a large pod of dolphins which stayed with us for about 20 minutes.


From Paihia it is an easy drive of less than an hour to the Puketi Forest. The most direct route is from Kerikeri via either the Puketotara or the Pungaere Road. Access to Puketi is well sign-posted and in autumn, along the way, you can see glorious hedgerows or groups of deciduous trees which in recent decades have really blossomed in the north. Chief among these are maples but there are aspens, hickorys, spruces and birches along with trees such as gingkos and tupelo. Best if you ask one of the local tree aficionados for the location of the best specimens.


This kauri forest has been partially logged but one of the most magnificent trees in the north, “Te Tangi o te Tui” (the Lament of the Tui), is found here. This beautiful name was given to the tree by hunters of the Rahiri tribe who were hunting kereru. The forest, besides kauri, also has manuka and kanuka growing on the logged land where the forest is slowly regenerating with good examples of matai, Hall’s totara and northern rata, rimu and miro. The lower and more swampy areas are dominated by kahikatea and maire-tawake, the swamp maire. Puketi seems so far to have escaped the worst ravages of the Kauri dieback.


The birds here include robins, kaka, kakariki, kereru and tui as well as grey warblers, fantails, pied tits and silvereyes and at night kiwi and morepork are often heard.


Puketi is also home to one of the rarest of our bush birds, the kokako, and thanks to a valiant effort it is starting to make a comeback. At the last count at the end of 2020, there were 15 birds with 6 pairs.


Although the kokako is not particularly secretive, the best way to locate one is by listening for its distinctive flute-like calls which vary from area to area. I once wondered how kokako, transferred to Little Barrier from various parts of the North Island, surmounted these language difficulties, but it seems they didn’t. It took a couple of visits to Puketi before I found that the best time to listen for these songs is just after dawn. Accordingly, one rather foggy, wintry morning a few years ago, Keith Lees, a friend from Kawakawa and I visited Puketi. It took about an hour along a very wet and slippery trail for us to get into a good position on a ridge top where we could clearly hear the birds. We had only just settled into position when a pair of paradise shelduck flew over and spent the next half hour circling us squawking. Needless to say, by the time they had finished every other bird had long since decamped and for the only time in my life I sympathised with duck shooters.


From Puketi it is an easy run north to Kaeo where brown teals still survive in what is the largest colony of these ducks outside Great Barrier/Aotea Island. You can get there most directly from Puketi by taking the unsealed road through Waiare and this joins SH10 just south of Kaeo. From Kaeo north on this road the coast has mostly gulls and terns together with shags and NZ dotterels, but the road runs through gumland scrub so land birds are few. Both Doubtless Bay and Rangaunu Bay have Caspian and white-fronted terns, oystercatchers, wrybills, godwits, turnstones and knots but these are usually pretty wary and difficult to see if you don’t have a boat. The mangrove creeks around here are occasionally frequented by royal spoonbills, along with the kotuku, or white heron, up from their breeding grounds in the South Island. These are most easily seen when they move out onto the mudflats to feed.


From Kaeo it is about a further 60 km to Awanui, and there a short detour from SH1 will take you to Lake Waiparera on the Aupouri Peninsula. Here there are shags, ducks and black swans together with a few waders. From Awanui north to Cape Reinga one passes first through scrubland and then, nearer the top of the North Island, rolling farmland, some of which is in grass. A stop at Tangoake Landing near Te Kao, 46 km south-west of Cape Reinga, is worth making as the swamp here is good fernbird and rail habitat. Also, according to some local birders, it is worthwhile looking in local ponds for hoary-headed grebes (taihoropi) and little grebes (tokitokipio) as there are historical records of these being found here.
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Parengarenga has a couple of possible translations. One is the pa where the renga, a lily, grew; the other is the pa of the native spinach. It would be nice to think that the harbour was named after this pretty white flower with its centre of lavender and yellow, but it is probably named after the spinach.


North Cape is a refuge for some of our rarest plants. In the serpentine outcrops, which extend only over a few square kilometres, are found more than a dozen local endemics, including some very rare ones. Another rarity of the far north is the pupuharakeke, the flax snail. Predation by pigs and rats has reduced it to a few tiny populations restricted to pockets of bush near Cape Reinga. Measures to help the pupuharakeke include poisoning rats and planting flax and other native trees to increase its habitat. The travelling naturalist should also check out the small bush remnants for ferns as some mainland rarities are found here including the coastal brake, Pteris comans and Todea barbara.


From Cape Reinga itself there are fine views looking north over the turbulent area where the Tasman Sea and the Pacific Ocean meet. Seabirds frequent the seas around here, but they are usually too far away to be easily seen. Here too, is the sacred pohutukawa from which the spirits of Maori departed for the spirit world. The setting off point is known as Akikite Reinga.


Each year Piwhane/Spirits Bay on Cape Reinga is host to a remarkable event. In March godwits from all parts of the country assemble here for their heroic flight north to their breeding grounds in the Arctic tundra of western Alaska, well over 12,000 km! James Buckland left a vivid picture of this departure, written in the 1890s:


The beach was covered with kuaka ...thousands hovering overhead to find a footing...an old cock uttered a strident call, clarion clear, and shot straight into the air followed by an incalculable feathered multitude. Higher and higher the host rose until it was just a stain in the sky.


It is interesting to contemplate what this area must have been like when Maori first arrived. A midden excavated near here, dating from the 13th century, contained the remains of 77 fur seals and another at Houhora, just to the south, had 44 fur seals, 8 sea lions and 7 sea elephants, indicating the former presence of substantial numbers of these animals along the coast. In other middens further south the remains of yet another species, the sea leopard, have also been found.


From Cape Reinga one can return south either by the road or via Ninety Mile Beach which is best attempted at low tide with a 4WD. Once this coast was a rich source of shellfish like toheroa and tuatua, as well as being a particularly productive fishing ground. Now the toheroa are in such low numbers that their collection is strictly regulated and the fishing has also declined because of overfishing offshore.


After returning to SH1 near Awanui the road takes you through planted pine forests. Not much birdlife is found apart from the usual exotics, but pairs of paradise shelduck can often be seen in the open patches among the trees together with herons and stilts near the occasional ponds.


From Kaitaia the direct route south takes you through the Mangamuka Bush where there are still kiwi and the now rarely seen kakariki. There are also still some kereru but these are now in very low numbers. In the north, they are generally called kukupa.


From here it is not far to the Hokianga Harbour and the most direct route is by way of the rather tortuous road to Rangiora, along the upper reaches of the Hokianga Harbour. From the Narrows, ferries leave regularly during the day for Rawene on the harbour’s southern side where you can take SH12 for the 25 km drive to Opononi.


This village was, for one brief summer in 1955-56, home to one of our best-known animals – Opo – a female bottle-nosed dolphin (terehu) who enjoyed the company of swimmers. Opo is now commemorated by a statue in the town centre. Dolphins still occasionally frequent the bay and fur seals frequently haul out in bad weather.


Amateur botanists will find the Waima Forest, not far from Opononi on the Kaikohe road, of interest. Here two plant discoveries were made in the 1980s: an undescribed Olearia in 1984 and a new Coprosma in 1987.


From the Hokianga the road south takes you to the Waipoua State Forest, home to our two most magnificent trees, the giant kauri ‘Tane Mahuta’ (Lord of the Forest) and ‘Te Matua Ngahere’ (Father of the Forest). These trees have been growing in the Waipoua for between 1,200 and 1,500 years and would have been sizeable trees when Maori first arrived. It is a sobering thought that, big as these trees are, bigger specimens once grew in New Zealand. Tane Mahuta has a girth of 13.77 m but the mighty Kairaru Kauri on Mt.Tutamoe, about 25 km south-east, had a girth of 20.1 m and the Trounson Kauri next to the Trounson Kauri Park was also bigger. Both the Trounson Kauri and the Kairaru Kauri were destroyed in enormous forest fires which devastated this area in the late 1880s and the early 1890s. There are signs of kauri dieback in the forest but Tane Mahuta so far seems to be OK and stringent measures to protect it are in force.


From Waipoua, SH12 eventually brings you to the Trounson Kauri Park. Here, there is a nice collection of trees in pleasant surrounds, although after Waipoua the kauri seem a little puny. Because the park is fairly small and is not beside any sizeable area of native bush there are virtually no native birds here. It is a bit unusual to sit in native forest and listen to a chorus of exotic birds such as mynas, magpies, blackbirds and rosellas. However it is possible to see kiwi at night but you need to work this out with the park management.


On the opposite side of SH12 from the Trounson Kauri Park is the Taharoa Domain and the Kai Iwi Lakes – Waikere, Taharoa and Kai Iwi. The lakes provide a home for a number of species of waterbirds, including NZ dabchicks and shags and both the hoary-headed grebe and the little grebe have also been recorded here. Numerous ducks also occur and the numbers of these burgeon in the shooting season. The lakes also provide some of the northernmost trout fishing in New Zealand.


Travelling further south brings you to the Kaipara Harbour, another important assembly and feeding point for wading birds. A giant petrel, sometimes known rather unkindly as the stinkpot, arrived near Dargaville almost 10,500 km from where it was banded in the South Orkneys and other birds such as the red-tailed tropic bird (amokura) have also been found in this area. The amokura was highly prized by Maori for its two long, red, central tail feathers.


Jane Mander in her book The Story of a New Zealand River, written in the early part of the 20th century, gives us a delightful account of the riverine scenery of the Kaipara:


From the mangrove banks to the sky a great variety of trees in fifty shades of evergreen covered every yard of space. There was a riotous spring colour in the forest, voluptuous gold and red in the clumps of yellow kowhai and crimson rata, and there were masses of greeny white clematis and bowers of pale tree fern to rest the satiated eye. Stiff laurel-like puriris stood beside the dropping fringe of the lacey rimu: hard blackish kahikateas brooded over the oak-like ti-toki with its lovely scarlet berry.


This, presumably, was before goats, deer and possums arrived.
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CHAPTER 2


Auckland/Tamaki Makaurau


Travelling south towards Auckland on SH1, along the ‘Hibiscus Coast’ the first place of interest is Kawau Island, just off the coast from Warkworth. Last century this was the home of Governor George Grey, who introduced to the island several species of exotic animals, including kookaburras, monkeys, zebra and five species of wallaby. In quite an interesting twist, one of these, the Parma wallaby, survived on Kawau after it disappeared in its homeland, Australia, and some were re-exported there – a popular New Zealand immigrant to Australia. Ferries to Mansion House, the former home of Governor Grey, leave regularly from Sandspit, and once a day a mail run calls into the numerous small bays in Bon Accord Harbour.


Lying on a narrow peninsula just north of Kawau is Auckland Council-administered Tawharanui Regional Park, which you reach via Takatu Road just east of Matakana. Within the park is the 550 ha Tawharanui Open Sanctuary, a ‘mainland island’ protected by a pest-proof fence completed in 2004. Soon after the fence was built and pest mammals removed, kākā and bellbirds colonised naturally from Hauturu. The bellbird is now one of the most numerous bush birds in the sanctuary, and very easily seen on the tracks through Ecology Bush in the centre of the park. As with Shakespear Open Sanctuary, a number of rare birds have been introduced including brown kiwi, takahe, pateke, red-crowned kakariki, whitehead, robin and tieke. Tawharanui is an excellent place to see kiwi. On summer evenings many kiwi leave the forest and forage in the paddocks near the bush margins. A walk eastwards along the peninsula during the first couple of hours after dusk is well worth it. Listen out also for spotless crakes, which in this pest free environment, occupy both wetland and upland habitats. As you enter the park, pause as you cross the stream that flows into the lagoon, because it is a good place to see banded rails. Along the road to Anchor Bay, keep a sharp look out for takahe, as their road sense is not great. Both Tawharanui and Shakespear Regional Parks are also notable for their big pukeko populations.


The ocean beaches and dunelands at Tawharanui are a stronghold for shore skinks and have breeding variable oystercatchers and NZ dotterels. Fluttering shearwaters, grey-faced and diving petrels are returning to breed around the clifftops at Takatu Point and on summer evenings, listen for the cries of Cook’s petrels returning to Hauturu from the Tasman Sea. An active community group, the Tawharanui Open Sanctuary Society (TOSSI), supports conservation work in the park and volunteers are always welcome.


Just north of Tawharanui is Omaha Beach, now very built up with seaside baches. At the northern end of Omaha is a predator-fenced spit, which has breeding populations of variable oystercatchers and NZ dotterels, and also the largest high tide shorebird roost along this stretch of coast. In autumn, Omaha Spit has a large post-breeding flock of over 100 NZ dotterels. Forming a backdrop to Omaha is an impressive kahikatea forest, which grades into an extensive saltmarsh, home to banded rails and fernbirds.


From Omaha turn right onto the road to Leigh. Just beyond Leigh, a short drive leads to Goat Island/Te Hawere-a-Maki Marine Reserve. When this reserve was first proposed by scientists based at the nearby University of Auckland Leigh Marine Laboratory, there was much grumbling from local fishermen, but the marine reserve, established in 1975 and New Zealand’s first, soon proved its worth by allowing snapper, crayfish and other species to attain breeding size and repopulate other areas. Snorkelling is very easy and at low tide it is possible to see a great variety of marine life while swimming in shallow water. The fish are unusually tame, and although this is discouraged, are often hand fed. Wear gloves though, as their teeth are sharp, and it’s a good idea also to wear a t-shirt.


Goat Island itself has resident colonies of red-billed gulls and white-fronted terns but no longer any goats. Also here are the burrows of a small colony of grey-faced petrels, and pied shags nest in the pohutukawa so don’t picnic under the shaggery. As on Tiritiri Matangi Island, the forest is in the process of regenerating after a period as grassland. Pohutukawa, mapou, houpara and mahoe are all emerging and it is expected that eventually Goat Island will be covered with the coastal forest once common in this area.


From Goat Island one looks north to Pakiri Beach and the view takes in coastline stretching from the Whangarei Heads down towards distant Moehau, the high point at the tip of the Coromandel Peninsula. Looking eastwards the view is dominated by Hauturu, its lofty summit often capped with cloud, and beyond, the rugged outline of Great Barrier stretches across the eastern horizon. The rare fairy tern (tara iti) breeds in the dunelands at Pakiri Beach and at Mangawhai, where the estuary and dunes are also home to the largest autumn flocking site for NZ dotterels in the country. Offshore, flocks of shearwaters and gannets follow shoals of fish, appearing to cartwheel along as the leading birds dive and then come up and join the tail of the flock.


From Goat Island, the road back to SH1 at Wellsford via Pakiri and Whangaripo climbs steeply above Leigh before descending on the Pakiri side where it then passes through rolling farmland with pockets of bush dominated by totara. For an interesting alternative route, just inland from Pakiri, take the road north towards Tomarata. Three attractive dune lakes, Slipper, Spectacle and Tomarata, lie behind Te Arai Point. Although waterfowl are rather few, all three lakes have good marginal reed beds which are habitat for bittern, spotless crake and fernbird. Sometimes fairy terns feed over Slipper and Spectacle Lakes.


If you are following the west coast road south to Auckland, take SH16 which follows the southern shore of the Kaipara Harbour south to Helensville and then south again to Auckland. It is not so busy as SH1, so unless you are in a hurry it’s probably worth taking this route.


If you have time take the road which runs to the end of the South Head of the Kaipara Harbour. As in many places the dairy farms have now been largely supplanted by deer farms. There are large numbers of red deer but also one or two herds of fallow deer, which provide a welcome change, being to my mind more attractive animals. In winter there are often flocks of cattle egrets among the dairy cows as this has been an egret wintering area for about 50 years. Paradise shelducks are often seen in the fields along with a few masked lapwings and many pukeko. Peafowl (pikao), too, are quite common along the bush edges and can be quite clearly seen from the road.


From the Kaipara Harbour back to Auckland there are not many land birds, but look out for waterfowl in lakes such as Rototuna and Roto Otuauru and for recently liberated red-legged partridges around Helensville. Helensville was originally a timber town, founded during the onslaught on the mighty kauri forests which once covered this region. These forests were a slow growing but quickly exploited resource and once they were gone Helensville stagnated for many years, but is now showing signs of a revival.


South again from Helensville one comes to the orchards and vineyards around Henderson and Kumeu. Dalmatian immigrants who arrived during the heyday of the gum-digging started many of these and from fairly modest beginnings this horticulture now covers a wide area, slowly giving way to the inexorable northward spread of Auckland’s suburbia.


Without doubt the most striking physical features of the Tamaki/Auckland area are its volcanoes. On any fine day go to the top of such vantage points around the city as Maungawhau/Mt Eden, Owairaka/Mt Albert and Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill – themselves extinct volcanic cones – and you will enjoy panoramic views of the Auckland landscape dotted with the abundant evidence of prior volcanic activity.


To the layperson cones perhaps most typify volcanic activity, but eruptions also leave other marks on the land. Some of these are the water filled depressions exemplified by Lake Pupuke and Orakei and Kaiahiku/Panmure Basins.


Few of the cones have retained their original unsullied symmetry. Offering ideal strategic defense points, they were enthusiastically reshaped into the terraces, ramparts and pits of defensible pas.
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